Numerous transitions in South Africa
INTRODUCTION
South Africa's school curriculum has undergone as many as four transitions since democracy. In 1997, it changed from the traditional Christian National Education curriculum to Outcomes-based Education (OBE). A few years later, OBE was replaced with the Revised National Curriculum Statement (RNCS), which became policy in 2002. In 2007, the new National Curriculum Statement (NCS) was introduced, which in turn made way for the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS) in 2012. Amendments continued to be made to improve the curriculum after 1994, but the questions arise yet again: Is the new curriculum functioning effectively and how is it functioning in the Foundation Phase classroom?
When a curriculum is designed or changed, consultation is imperative with persons working at various levels in the national and provincial education departments, experts in curriculum design, and people in higher education institutions who train educators, practitioners, academics and policy-makers. All these bring different perspectives to the curriculum, along with a variety of cultural agendas and aspirations for young children's development (Wood & Hedges, 2016: 15) . However, as confirmed by Maharajh, Nkosi and Mkhize (2016: 380) , those who work at the micro level, that is, in schools, are often not adequately consulted. Consequently, implementation that follows a top-down approach may lead to disappointing results. Educators are the people who have to put the curriculum into practice in the classroom. Their buy-in as to what the curriculum entails, how it functions and what it requires determines the success of the learners in the classroom (Fleisch, 2008: 123) . No published research was found on educators' input relating to the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS, the country's latest curriculum innovation.
This article reports on Foundation Phase educators' opinions about the CAPS document and workbook used for teaching English as the home language, based on interviews with 13 educators from five schools in KwaZulu-Natal. Although the sample size was small, their opinions provide important preliminary input about the challenges that CAPS needs to overcome if it is to succeed where other curricula have failed.
There is a dearth of published academic articles on the effects of CAPS and its implementation. The limited scholarly literature on CAPS offers broad analysis of educators' views and implementation of the curriculum. To the best of our knowledge, the present study is the first to focus on reports by experienced, practising educators on specific elements in any specific subject and phase. The importance of the Foundation Phase is that, in this phase, learners begin to develop formal reading and writing skills. The curriculum must cater sufficiently for the development of these skills, as they form the basis for all subsequent educational achievement. Our study is significant in that it highlights aspects of the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS document and workbook that may require amendment in order to succeed in improving learners' literacy skills.
The study was guided by the following research questions: What were the opinions of educators in selected English-medium schools about the Foundation Phase CAPS document and workbook as experienced in practice, and what recommendations for improvement could these educators offer?
CURRICULUM DEVELOPMENT AND TEACHING MODELS OF CURRICULUM DESIGN IN SOUTH AFRICA
The curriculum is concerned with what is planned, implemented, taught, learned, evaluated and researched in schools at all educational levels (McKernan, 2008: 4) . Curricula represent the different programmes and learning opportunities or teaching programmes that can provide for the education needs of the target group (Steyn, Steyn & De Waal, 2001: 97) . Donald, Lazarus and Lolwana (2010: 21) believe that the curriculum is often misunderstood as referring only to the syllabus or the content of what is taught. They assert that a curriculum is much more than this, as it relates to the aims and purpose of the entire schooling programme. Thus, apart from content, the curriculum includes the structure of the programme, processes and methods of teaching and learning, methods of assessment and evaluation, processes of planning and decision-making that may be involved, and a range of factors that characterise it. The curriculum forms the basis of teaching and learning, and curriculum development is the process of planning, implementing and evaluating the curriculum that ultimately results in a curriculum plan (Lunenburg, 2011: 1) .
Curriculum models used by curriculum planners to develop a curriculum help them to systematically and transparently map out the rationale for the use of particular teaching, learning and assessment approaches (O'Neil, 2010: 1) . The three curriculum models introduced in South Africa since 1996 are: Outcomes-based Education; the Revised National Curriculum Statement and the National Curriculum Statement; and most recently, the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement.
Outcomes-based Education
For Spady (2007: 1) , OBE means clearly focusing and organising everything in an educational system around what is essential for all learners to succeed at the end of their learning experiences. This implies starting with a clear picture of what is important for learners to be able to do, then organising the curriculum, instruction and assessment to ensure that this learning ultimately happens. For an outcomes-based system, a clear set of learning outcomes is developed, and conditions and opportunities are established that enable and encourage all learners to achieve them (Spady, 1994: 1-2) .
Underpinned by Spady's (1994) philosophy of OBE, South Africa developed its own OBE model, referred to as Curriculum 2005 (C2005). In 1996, the government decided to turn the country's entire education system into an outcomes-based one. C2005 was expected to address the inequality resulting from the previous apartheid education system and to underpin economic growth by developing much-needed skills among learners and educators (Steyn et al., 2001: 88) . This model was selected not only to emancipate learners and educators from a content-based mode of operation, but also as a response to international trends in educational development (Botha, 2002: 362) .
The general level of misunderstanding of Spady's ideas as well as implementation problems led to disarray and calls to abandon OBE. As early as 1998, Jansen (1998: 1-11) criticised the policy for being driven by political imperatives that had little to do with realities of classroom life. In addition, the term 'transformational OBE' created considerable confusion in South Africa, where the word 'transformation' was mainly associated with the recent shift from apartheid to democracy (Spady, 2007: 4) . Killen (1998: 3) concluded that the opposition to Spady's ideas had two main causes -fear of change, and the unwillingness of many educators to try to understand Spady's vision.
In 2000, the Report of the Ministerial Committee established to review C2005 provided a wideranging critique of the curriculum (Chisholm, 2003: 3) . It argued that the implementation of OBE was hindered by a skewed curriculum structure and design, lack of correlation between curriculum and assessment policy, inadequate training of educators, learning support materials that varied in quality or were unavailable, policy overload and limited transmission of learning into classrooms, and scarcity of personnel and resources to implement and support C2005 (Chisholm, 2003: 3-4) . These reactions and criticisms of the OBE model resulted in its early demise.
The Revised National Curriculum Statement and the National Curriculum Statement
To address the many OBE issues raised, the Review Committee proposed the introduction of a revised curriculum structure, the RNCS, to overcome one of the fundamental design flaws of C2005 by specifying the knowledge content more explicitly (Jansen & Taylor, 2003: 40) .
The RNCS was not a new curriculum but a streamlining and strengthening of C2005 (Department of Education, 2002: 6) . It kept intact the principles, purposes and thrust of C2005 and affirmed the commitment to OBE. It aimed to develop the full potential of each learner as a citizen of a democratic South Africa (Department of Education, 2002: 8) , and to create a lifelong learner who is confident and independent, literate, numerate and multi-skilled, compassionate with a respect for the environment, and able to participate critically and actively in society. The review of the OBE philosophy which was initially iterated in the form of RNCS was later changed to NCS.
Shortcomings associated with RNCS implementation provided an important context for its review (Department of Education, 2009: 13) . First, there was no lucid and comprehensive implementation plan for RNCS. The significance of RNCS was not emphasised and the message supporting its implementation was that it was not a new curriculum. This resulted in the blending of RNCS into C2005 by educators and district, provincial and national Department of Education officials. The various stakeholders developed their own interpretations of RNCS, which led to widespread confusion about what constituted the official policy. Second, assessment support and guidance were not exhaustive enough and no assessment policy was developed by the specialists who had written the curriculum. Third, educator training was superficial, and did not elucidate the points of departure and the newness of RNCS. Finally, the language policy, specified in RNCS, was not communicated and not implemented. The report of the task team for the review of the implementation of RNCS was insistent that the confusion and uncertainty about the curriculum be addressed (Department of Education, 2009: 49) .
Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement and English Home Language teaching in the Foundation Phase
After much deliberation, CAPS was introduced in South Africa in 2012. It is regarded as more prescriptive than OBE, which is seen as the more flexible of the two. Thus, Grussendorff (2014: 33) emphasises that skilled educators may find CAPS overly prescriptive and hence demotivating. A fundamental resource that is provided to assist educators in teaching in accordance with CAPS is the CAPS document. Each subject in each grade has a single, comprehensive and concise policy document with details on what educators need to teach (the learning content) and to assess, on a grade-by-grade and subject-by-subject basis (Variend, 2011: 1) . There are clearly delineated topics for each subject, and the number and type of assessment tasks per term are stipulated. Furthermore, a variety of formal and informal assessment tasks are provided for various subjects. Educators are expected to teach the content and to assess learners as stipulated in the CAPS document. This ensures consistency in teaching and learning in every grade across regions and provinces.
In the Foundation Phase, educators are provided with CAPS documents for Home Language, Mathematics and Life Skills. The English Home Language CAPS document specifies what educators should teach and assess. A variety of activities and formal and informal assessments are provided for listening and speaking, phonics, reading, handwriting, and writing. With regard to reading, the document refers to shared reading, group-guided reading, and paired and independent reading. The importance of word recognition and, especially, comprehension during the reading process is also discussed.
The document contains no discussion of the difficult issue of non-English speaking Foundation Phase learners whose parents choose to send their children to schools where English is the language of learning and teaching. Fleisch (2008: 105) maintains that children whose home language is different from that of the school experience difficulty because of the ways in which second language learning actually takes place. This could pose major problems for non-English speaking learners in schools where English is the home language taught in the classroom as well as the medium of instruction. As Wium (2011: 3) asserts, language is the foundation for learning and for developing competence in listening, speaking, reading and writing. Therefore, it is crucial that curriculum planners make provision for these concerns.
The Department of Basic Education has provided learners with CAPS workbooks. Each Foundation Phase learner is provided with two workbooks per subject per year. One workbook is distributed to learners in the first half of the year and the other workbook is given out in the second half of the year. Educators are expected to make optimal use of the workbooks. In the Foundation Phase, workbooks are provided for the Home Language, Mathematics, and Life Skills. The English Home Language workbooks comprise a variety of activities that include phonics, reading, handwriting and writing. The stories in the workbooks are accompanied by colourful pictures. In an ideal classroom, each learner should have his or her own workbook. However, in some schools there are insufficient workbooks for Foundation Phase learners, as was reported in 2012 by the National Education Evaluation and Development Unit (NEEDU) school evaluators, who visited the nine provincial offices, as well as 15 district offices and 133 schools to assess the extent to which the national and provincial policies were being implemented across the four levels (national, provincial, district and school) of the system (Taylor, 2013: 3) . Their focus was on the Foundation Phase in urban primary schools. Having to share workbooks (Taylor, 2013: 7) poses a challenge when learners are expected to complete writing activities.
METHODOLOGY

Research design
This qualitative investigation took the form of a phenomenological study. The approach is used to understand and interpret the meaning that participants give to their everyday lives (Fouché, 2005: 270) and to understand the essence of experiences about a phenomenon (Nieuwenhuis, 2016: 75) . It is a strategy of inquiry in which the researcher identifies this essence from the participants' perspectives (Creswell, 2009: 13) . The researcher collects data on ways in which they make sense of a particular experience or situation (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010: 24) . In our study, interviews were the main means of data collection. The interview is the most prominent data gathering tool in qualitative research (Punch, 2009: 144) , as it is viewed as an effective way of accessing people's perceptions, definitions of situations, and constructions of reality.
Ethical considerations were adhered to when conducting the research. Ethical clearance was obtained from the University of South Africa (Ethical Clearance number: 2014 August/31648606/MC). Permission to conduct the research was given by the KwaZulu-Natal Department of Education and each school principal, and the educators who participated in the research provided written consent.
Study site and context
The study was conducted in five English-medium primary schools (Schools A to E) in Port Shepstone, KwaZulu-Natal. These schools were within close proximity to each other. The Department of Basic Education (2011: 305) divides schools into five socioeconomic quintiles, depending on the degree of poverty in the community around the school. Quintile 1 is the poorest of the five quintiles. Schools A, B and C were classified as quintile 5 schools and School D as quintile 4; all four were suburban schools. School E, a quintile 2 school, was a non-fee-paying school situated in a semi-rural area. Quintile 4 and 5 schools are better resourced because the economic status of the parents enables them to pay school fees, which enables the management of the schools to provide additional resources and equipment. Our project included School E in an attempt to incorporate a wider range of schools. This small study served as a starting point for investigative procedures that could later be used in other schools.
The educator-to-learner ratios in the schools varied from 1:38 to 1:45. Schools A, B, C and D were well resourced in terms of catering for the educational needs of the learners but, although School E had the necessary infrastructure, it was incomparably less sophisticated than that of the other four schools. In School E, some of the classrooms were very small and overcrowded and the school did not have a well-resourced library. All the schools had competent principals, as well as highly qualified educators with varying degrees of experience.
Although four of the five schools were situated in predominantly Indian suburbs and the educators at all the schools were mostly Indian, their learner populations were relatively diverse, with greatly varied socio-economic backgrounds and distances to travel between home and school. Most of the learners were isiZulu-speaking, with access to schools close to their homes, but their parents preferred to enroll them in suburban English-medium schools further away, rather than in local schools where their home language was also the language of learning and teaching. These children, whose home language was not English, attended schools where English was taught as the home language and was also the language of instruction.
Sampling and participants
Following Gorman and Clayton's (2008: 128) advice that most qualitative studies use purposive sampling, this was our chosen method for selecting Foundation Phase educators from the five schools. Richness of professional background and willingness to participate in in-depth interviews were the primary considerations in identifying participants for the study, and we selected educators with more than five years of experience teaching English as a home language. Both male and female Foundation Phase educators were included. Dörnyei (2011: 127) asserts that an initial sample size of six or 10 can suffice for this kind of study, and Nieuwenhuis (2016: 75) confirms that a phenomenological study should comprise long interviews with up to 10 participants. Sampling was conducted in tandem with data collection and continued until data saturation was reached.
The participants comprised 13 Foundation Phase educators (one man and 12 women) from the selected English-medium primary schools. Interviews were conducted with three educators from School A, two from School B, two from School C, three from School D, and three from School E. We were able to acquire the assistance of the Heads of Departments at the schools to link us with experienced educators. In this article, reference is made to Educators 1 to 13.
Data collection
Semi-structured one-to-one interviews were conducted in order to understand the issues from each participant's point of view and to extract the meaning of each educator's experiences. Individual interviews were preferred to focus groups for each educator to be able, in private, to express his/her feelings subjectively. A set of predetermined questions were prepared on an interview schedule. However, the researchers were free to digress and probe for more information and the participants were encouraged to clarify and elaborate in an exploratory manner about issues raised. The questions asked addressed matters specifically related to the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS document and workbook. Participants' biographical data were also obtained. Having been piloted earlier with educators from another school, each of the 13 interviews lasted for approximately an hour. All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Data analysis
According to Nieuwenhuis (2016: 109) , data collection, processing, analysis and reporting are intertwined in qualitative studies and tend not to follow a fixed set of successive steps. In our study, data analysis was an ongoing and iterative process, involving reference back to the original field notes to verify conclusions. The topics embedded in the interview schedule were used for data analysis. Each transcript was read and the participants' responses to specific questions were highlighted so that themes could be found.
RESULTS OF THE STUDY AND DISCUSSION
The following three themes were retrieved from the interviews:
• Themes obtained from the biographical data.
• Educators' views on the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS document.
• Educators' views on the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS workbook.
Biographical data
Demographic information was collected about the participants in terms of school, gender, grade currently taught, training to teach learners who study through the medium of English as a second language (ESL), and ability to speak isiZulu.
In these five schools, gender disparity was conspicuous. There were only three male Foundation Phase educators in the five schools and just one of them participated in the study. Of the 13 educators interviewed, three taught Grade 1 learners, four taught Grade 2 learners and six taught Grade 3 learners.
All the educators interviewed had substantial teaching experience, ranging from eight to 35 years, with an average of 20.7 years of teaching learners from Grade 1 to Grade 3. We were therefore satisfied that feedback about the curriculum, and especially about the use of the CAPS document, was based on expertise, and on knowledge and experience gained over an extended period.
Only five participants indicated that they had had training in teaching ESL learners. Although English was taught as the home language at all five schools and was also the language of learning and teaching, most of the learners were English second-language speakers. Although only five of the 13 educators were trained to teach learners who speak English as a second language, which could influence the methodology they used in the classrooms and the support provided to learners whose command of English was not up to standard, we assumed that their many years of experience in the teaching of English second language learners would have been a compensatory factor.
Three educators, whose home language was isiZulu, confirmed that their ability to speak isiZulu was excellent. Only one educator said that she spoke isiZulu well although she was not an isiZulu home language speaker. The remaining educators assessed their own ability to speak isiZulu as fair or very poor. These nine educators could not use code-switching to support learners who did not understand what was being taught or explained in English. In the opinion of the researchers, this could have influenced some of the isiZulu speaking learners' acquisition of English and their general comprehension of what was taught to them.
It could be argued that the fact that the classes had a large population of isiZulu-speaking learners was nothing new to the educators. What they were able to do was to assess the way CAPS works with equivalent groups of learners whom they had taught using previous curricula.
Educators' views on the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS document
Most of the educators felt that CAPS for English Home Language is not working effectively in the classroom for several reasons. Educators are required to use the CAPS document when teaching, as it is the only document prescribed by the Department of Basic Education. Not all educators found it user-friendly, even though they did their best to be guided by it. Educator 12 explained
: 'We are forced to use the document … I'm not sure if it's user friendly to other people but … we use the document and try to work from it.'
Aside from some educators regarding the CAPS document as not being user-friendly, certain educators felt that, in addition, the expectations of the CAPS document are idealistically high. This was challenging for both the educators and the learners and was corroborated by Educator 6, who said, 'You cannot expect them to perform at that level.' The fact that these learners were learning through the medium of a second language immediately placed them at a disadvantage, since the best medium for teaching a child is his/her home language (United Nations Children Fund 1999: 41, 45; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 1953: 11) . Taylor and Coetzee (2013: 6) found that learners in South Africa who were taught in their home language during the first three years of primary school performed better in the English tests in Grades 4, 5 and 6 than children who were exposed to English as the language of instruction in Grades 1, 2 and 3. Furthermore, Walter's study (2013: 1-25) in developing countries such as Cameroon, Eritrea, Guatemala and the Philippines demonstrated that it takes five or six years in a second-language instructional model to approximate the reading skills developed in three years (or less) in a home-language instructional model. Therefore, there is a great possibility that learners could not cope with the level of the CAPS due to their limited proficiency in English. However, Educator 10 maintained that 'even the home language learners struggle.' Educator 11 felt that the curriculum contained '… a lot of work. Lots of activities to be done.' Owing to the large quantity of work to be covered, a learner's absence for even a short period gave no time for the educator to assist such a learner with completing previous work or to revise or explain the material further. This was emphasised by Educator 10, who said, 'If a child misses a day of work there's no going back because it's such a pressurised document. There's no room for you to go back and do remedial work.' Due to its excessive workload for learners, it was felt that Foundation Phase learners could not cope.
Another challenge was that the pace is too fast because of the unrealistic number of assessments. Educators viewed this as unsuitable for the first two terms of Grade 1. Grade 1 is the first year of formal schooling for learners, but the CAPS curriculum planners seem not to have taken into account the transition period from Grade R to Grade 1. As Educator 12 explained, 'I think that the pace in the CAPS document is not good [slow] enough for the first two terms of Grade 1. That's my initial challenge'. The large number of assessments that had to be completed made the work of assessing learners both onerous and time consuming. Educator 6 emphasised this point, saying, 'We are doing more assessing than actually trying to teach,' as did Educator 13, who asserted, 'Assessments. I can't even say have doubled. There are too many assessments. In the past we knew exactly what we were doing and suddenly when CAPS was introduced we find that there are more assessments than actual teaching.' The number of assessments had clearly increased educators' workload dramatically, and participants were unhappy with the new situation.
The focus of assessment in OBE was general -away from a fixed body of content that had to be remembered, towards a set of outcomes that had to be demonstrated (Vandeyar & Killen, 2003: 125) -and the number of assessments in the RNCS curriculum was not prescribed. The CAPS document, by contrast, demands from a Grade 1, Grade 2, and Grade 3 learner a total of 38, 40, and 49 assessment tasks a year, respectively, for English Home Language only (Department of Basic Education, 2011: 55-129) . This is challenging for learners and educators, making educators follow a strict programme of assessing learners each term. The researchers realised that, because of the heavy load of assessment that had to be done each term, there was not much time left to attend to the needs of learners who needed additional support to master English Home Language as their language of learning and teaching.
Phonics is linked to reading and writing. The methodology used when teaching phonics influences learners' progress in reading and the development of young learners' writing skills. Educators felt that the teaching of phonics is not presented in a systematic and sequential manner in the CAPS document. It does not show progression from simple to complex. This created confusion for the learners. The CAPS document states that 'the suggested sequence of introducing the phonic elements in the CAPS document is a guide' and schools may select the phonics programme that will support explicit and systematic teaching of phonics (Department of Basic Education, 2011: 15) . Contrarily, the CAPS document also affirms that, where phonic programmes have different sequences, educators must follow the CAPS document (Department of Basic Education, 2011: 15) . Educator 4's view on the teaching of phonics was, 'The way we have phonics in our school doesn't correlate with the way they have arranged their phonics. It's like they have no order of how they are putting their phonics. They are jumbled up'. Since the educators in this study had an average of 20.7 years of teaching experience, it could be that the educators were experiencing difficulty in making the transition from the older curricula and methods of teaching phonics, which they believed were more suitable and worked better, to the CAPS. Educator 10 expressed the problem as follows: 'It's definitely the grammar and story writing because … when you expect them to apply what they learnt in language to what they write in their stories, they can't. They learn in isolation. They only learn that section for that time period.' It is clear why writing was viewed as difficult in the implementation of the rigidly structured CAPS programme by some of the educators.
Our findings concerning the implementation of the CAPS document in Grade 1 support a study by Bruwer, Hartell and Steyn (2014: 27-30) . Just two years after the implementation of CAPS, they found that the predominant concerns of the Grade 1 educators in their study in two urban schools in Pretoria were that:
The pace and expectations of the new curriculum (CAPS) are unrealistic and the workload is too heavy; they have no choice but to start with formal work even though they know that learners are not ready for it; they are not allowed enough time in the curriculum to lay a proper foundation; and they have to spend too much of their teaching time on formal assessment. This is the fifth year since the implementation of CAPS and no action has been taken to improve the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS document. It is our view that feedback from educators in the present study could assist in suggesting ways to revise and improve the CAPS. Unfortunately, with the implementation of the new CAPS document, the Department of Basic Education does not make provision to listen to the 'voice' of educators who have to implement the new document and, in our view, this is something that needs to be done.
Educators' views on the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS workbook
According to the Department of Basic Education (2014: 17) , workbooks reduce the administrative burden on educators and set out exercises for each week of the year. It was disheartening to note the disjunct between the Department of Education's vision and the educators' experiences of using the workbooks in practice. Most of our participants expressed dissatisfaction with the CAPS English Home Language workbook. An important concern was the language in the CAPS workbook. Educator 7 stated, 'The language is not completely correct according to proper English language. Sometimes I find things that are incorrect.' The Foundation Phase is a critical period in which learners are exposed for the first time to formal reading and writing activities. Learners may learn incorrect language structures due to language errors in the workbook. The Department of Basic Education should ensure that the language in the CAPS workbook is edited prior to printing.
Another challenge was the level of the workbook. Educators felt that the workbook is too complex and not appropriate for the learners' actual stages of development; therefore, it was viewed as confusing for the learners. For example, as Educator 5 explained, the stories in the Grade 3 workbook were difficult for learners to read and understand: 'There's no way our kids at ' It is probable that the learners in these schools were not ready for formal schooling in English medium schools since they were admitted to Grade 1 at the age of five. These young learners would not have had a solid foundation in their first language and they were required to learn through the medium of a second language. However, Educator 10 argued: 'Even the home language learners struggle'. When making curricula changes, the Department of Basic Education should consider the plight of the thousands of English second language learners who attend English medium schools.
According to the CAPS document, the content and context of each grade shows progression from simple to complex (Department of Basic Education, 2011: 4) . However, the present study has shown that the teaching of phonics by means of the CAPS workbook does not progress from simple to complex, it is not sequential and it is confusing for the learners. All the educators interviewed were dissatisfied with the phonics structure in the CAPS workbook. The educators' concerns about teaching phonics should be considered seriously in future planning, as this section of the curriculum plays a significant role in reading and writing. In the opinion of the researchers, educators with teaching experience in the Foundation Phase should be allowed the freedom to use and teach phonics in the way that they have done successfully over years. Foundation Phase learners are taught to sound the words when reading and writing. If phonics is not taught systematically, learners may later experience difficulty with reading and spelling. However, phonics should not be taught in isolation. It should also be taught incidentally. Educators should integrate phonics with speaking, reading, spelling and writing. Since the English language contains a large percentage of words that are not spelt as they sound, it is important to teach sight words. Story reading will assist learners to recognise whole words on sight. Learners can build a sight vocabulary through incidental reading of the basic high frequency words. Educators should rather be encouraged and should receive in-service training to combine the traditional method of teaching phonics with the whole-language approach when they teach reading. The combined approach is considered the best approach to teach reading.
The fact that the educators in this study were discontented with the structuring of the phonics raises the question of whether these workbooks were being used optimally in the classroom. Additional research could usefully obtain the opinions of more Foundation Phase educators.
The interviews yielded a few positive responses about the workbook. Two educators appeared to be satisfied with many aspects of it, apart from the phonics. They felt that the stories in the workbook are good in terms of the learners' levels of development. Young learners enjoy reading books with colourful, bold pictures, so the fact that the stories in the workbook are accompanied by colourful pictures creates interest. Therefore, Educator 6 expressed satisfaction with this aspect of the workbook: 'I think it's quite good. conditions in which they work, and because of some areas of the curriculum with which they struggle, such as the phonics and the number of assessments. These are areas that would need careful reconsideration and possible revision.
CONCLUSION
The aim of this study was to investigate experienced educators' perceptions of the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS, with a view to understanding which aspects could be targeted for improvement, and to assist with addressing growing concerns about the inadequate reading abilities of the majority of learners in South Africa. We have followed the call by Magagula (2016: 1) that 'teachers need to be actively involved during the [CAPS document] review process.'
Reading starts in the Foundation Phase and, since phonics plays a crucial role in reading, it should be structured to make it easy for young children to learn. A key finding, therefore, is that the phonics in the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS document and workbook was viewed as not well structured; this area would seem to require revision to enable educators to teach it systematically and to enable learners to understand and apply it better as they learn to read and write.
Another crucial finding is that the large number of assessments is a challenge for both educators and learners. This shortcoming reduces parts of CAPS to what is perceived as a set of onerous, prescriptive, administrative requirements, rather than a way to assist with improving literacy levels. It suggests that educational planners should consider reducing this number in the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS document, to create a better balance between time spent teaching and time spent on assessment. The educators' views on the writing tasks should also be taken seriously, coming as they do from the people who know best what their learners in the Foundation Phase can realistically accomplish.
A further issue is the pace required by the CAPS document for the first two terms of Grade 1 when young learners are at the very start of their formal schooling. And, combined with an overrigorous pace, the rigid structure of the Foundation Phase English Home Language CAPS document, in the view of our participants, seems to fall short of providing educators with sufficient time to teach young children genuinely to master the reading and writing skills that they will need for all the years of schooling that follow.
Lack of consultation with educators is a contributing factor to the failure of CAPS (Maharaj et al., 2016: 380-381) ; and this study, despite its limited scale, highlights the unique benefits of involving educators directly as critical stakeholders in the education process. They are the ones who have to put a curriculum into practice in the classroom, so their expert input could form an invaluable component in routine curriculum planning and development processes. Their input about educators' specific teaching needs could also be relevant for the planning of in-service training. Our project opens the door to future small-as well as larger-scale studies to ask for assistance with issues arising from CAPS implementation from the educators with first-hand experience of it. In this way, instead of the dramatic (and often traumatic) curriculum replacements of the past two decades, systematic ongoing curricular improvement can become the way ahead for South African education.
